Journal of Khmer Studies, and numerous exhibition catalogues and platforms for art criticism. She is currently working on a book project that examines the development of contemporary art in relation to urban form in Vietnam and Cambodia. ABSTRACT This paper focuses on craft as a conceptual mediation within selected artworks by Dinh Q. Lê (b. 1968, Vietnam) and Sopheap Pich (b. 1971, Cambodia), two of the most internationally successful artists to represent Vietnam and Cambodia in the global art world. Through an analysis of earlier works that responded more immediately to time and place, I consider broader questions concerning diasporic subjectivity and the relationship between craft, conceptualism, and politico-historical representation in Southeast Asia. This reading finds a confluence between discourses of craft and conceptualism, particularly in the meeting point between abstraction and representation. The act of representation is interrogated in different ways, in which craft (as process) indexes a haptic gesture with ethnic identity, and craft (as form) operates in contemporary art"s discursive regime as an exemplary return to material objecthood. In the examples discussed here, the artists have introduced a genre of conceptualism that is contingent upon a narrative, representational function, one still deemed vital in Vietnam and Cambodia, where a democratic historical project continues to be repressed by current political regimes. As such, I situate the artists" works beyond their predominant readings as signs of trauma, instead emphasizing the ways in which the artists have contributed to, and expanded, understandings of conceptual art in the context of Southeast Asia and elsewhere.
by Sopheap Pich (Figure 1 ), a work that launched Pich"s sculptural praxis and led to current perceptions of Pich as the most internationally acclaimed contemporary artist from Cambodia today. 4 To definitively answer the questions posed by Ly is no doubt a subjective enterprise, but it merits a closer analysis of how the constitution of discursive terms such as "vernacular,"
"conceptual," and "craft" are pinned, in large part, to visual markers. However, the analytical value of such terms are as contingent upon the objects" formal properties as they are upon their contexts of emergence, their specific historical and geographical circumstances. In this instance, the artist"s point of view -or way of looking at certain materials and their perceived culturalspecificity -reveals the inflection that diasporic subjectivity may cast upon a relationship to historical representation.
In order to discern how craft, conceptualism, abstraction, and representation are
simultaneously confounding yet structuring categories in the reception of contemporary art from 2 Southeast Asia, this essay looks at two diasporic artists: Sopheap Pich (b. 1971, Battambang, Cambodia) and Dinh Q. Lê (b. 1968, Hà Tiên, Vietnam). 5 Both artists left their birth countries under circumstances of extreme political unrest and violence, but returned as adults to resettle in Southeast Asia following politico-economic reforms and stabilizing living conditions enabled by processes of globalization. As such, they are also referred to as "returnee" artists, indicating a transnational subjectivity across Southeast Asia and the United States. Their ethnographic outlook and grasp of the aesthetic with an emphasis on "the local" is thus shaped by an overseas artistic formation but also by the immediacy of lived experience in the places from which they source creative inspiration, materials, and labor. It is a constellation of these factors that shapes the discursive regime, and no doubt, favorable international market reception, surrounding their work. 6 An examination of select examples of their work in relation to these factors, and against Pich, a confluence of elements enabled the international success of the latter work. These include the legibility of semiotic narrative, the visuality of modernist abstraction, and the indexing of a seemingly culturally specific hand-made artisanal tradition. The disentanglement of these components foregrounds the discursive value of recurring terms such as "craft,"
"conceptualism," and "diaspora," with consideration of their broadly defined usage and historicization. Individual strands of definitional specificity can be teased out from their very entanglement in analyses of these artworks, going beyond an exercise in the clarification of terminology to a deeper understanding of how art from Southeast Asia is represented within the increasingly institutionalized category of "global contemporary art." In terms of artists" visual references and sources of inspiration, it is important to note that, in many instances, those objects and practices informing the production of "contemporary art" are those that often fall outside of that context of discourse and circulation, for example, the woven grass objects or rattan fishing traps that are examples of functional and aesthetic implements found in rural Southeast Asia ( Figure 2 ). 8 It can be argued that there are few Southeast Asian artists whose works have been described as conceptual who do not in some way engage with legible, however diversely expressed, craft categories or processes. This craft element holds an indexical quality that presents -or performs -the "local," thus amplifying the success of such work in international exhibitions, markets, and museums.
As Julia Bryan-Wilson noted in a series of polemical propositions on craft and contemporary art, "Craft saturates the landscape of recent current art; it has threaded itself into and onto any map of the international art world." 9 Outside of Europe and the United States, craft -referring to a precise haptic manipulation of materials toward ultimate object fabrication -has been a key vehicle for the designation of contemporary art. In Southeast Asia, during the 1970s and 1980s, the use of local and found materials hailed for some artists the turn from the modern to the contemporary. 10 In the emphasis on conceptualism as the defining basis of contemporary art, such practices found commonalities but also divergences from Euro-American discursive framings. While these discourses in themselves lacked uniform consensus, overarching characterizations of conceptualism have tended toward process, seriality, fragmentation, and arguably, anti-formalism and anti-materialism, attributes of a 1960s New York-based community of artists strongly influenced by Fluxus.
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In a similar fashion, in Southeast Asia, works described as conceptual also drew on alternative new expressive forms introduced during the 1970s, namely performance, installation, and the use of found objects to carry out social and political critique. 12 Apinan Poshyananda has described the hesitation of many Southeast Asian artists to explore these media, given institutional fears that it would provide students with further means to challenge authority. It is important to note that audience was an important factor in Pich"s turn to sculpture from painting, the focus of his MFA studies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
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Sculpture held more legibility and prestige for local publics in Cambodia, given the weight of Angkor"s rich architectural and sculptural art history. For a 2010 solo exhibition at the French Cultural Center in Phnom Penh, Pich created two woven rattan sculptures comprised of letters that, however deceptively facetious they may appear, contain an interpellatory function. One group of letters spells out "art" (silpaḥ, but commonly transliterated as "selapak") in the Khmer script ( Figure 5 ), the other "sculpture" (caṃlak'). Specifically addressing a Khmer-literate 9 audience, the works act as utterances, performatively declaring the nature of their objecthood.
Drawing upon imagistic and linguistic properties, the sculptures effect an alternative paradigmatic framing of contemporary art beyond the more ubiquitous representational painting styles featured in local art galleries at the time. Pich described his desire to address a Cambodian audience:
I chose these two Khmer words because I am beginning to make work that is directly aimed at the Cambodian public. I wanted them to think about questions such as "What is sculpture? What is art?" It is a way to interact with the general public here.
[…] And they did seem to enjoy seeing the alphabet. What I have talked about with the Cambodian media and public was more about the love of one"s work. The attention to details as a way of meditation, or that paradise is at our fingertips when we do something with care. Things like that, which many of them were surprised and happy to hear. I told them that the meaning of art is not always what the picture is trying to "explain" to us, but [it is] in the way that the object is made. 22 Furthermore, their material reference to rural craft, namely woven rattan baskets, fishing traps and implements, presented a form of conceptual intervention through the display of the "Art" (silpaḥ) sculpture in subsequent group exhibition at the National Museum of Cambodia, site of the former School of Cambodian Arts, in Phnom Penh. 23 At this site, such a work also speaks to the history of Cambodian art education established by the French in the early twentieth century, which operated within a broader colonial rhetoric surrounding what they deemed to be 10 the ever-declining state of culture since the epoch of Angkor, the name used to refer to the Khmer empire and its artistic and architectural program from roughly the 9 th to the 13 th centuries.
As such, colonial administrators focused on recuperating the imperiled "Cambodian arts," 24 defined as traditional craft practices associated with ornament, thereby excluding anything perceived as bearing Western or modern influence. This was an embrace of the artisanal associated with court and commodity, including masks, silverwork, lacquerware -objects traditionally produced for a royal or elite clientele, and later, through the School of Cambodian Arts, disseminated through channels for international collection and consumption. 25 As Boreth Ly has argued, the "Art" and "Sculpture" works subvert nationalist and colonial artistic hierarchies predicated on a strict and serialized vocabulary of materials and methods, thereby For one month Lê rented a kiosk at a busy marketplace in Ho Chi Minh City, and had baby clothes and toys fabricated to be sold ( Figure 6 ). These included knitted sweaters and 13 pacifiers for and plastic toy figurines of conjoined twin babies ( Figure 7 ). In addition, garments made to appear as cheap brand name knock-offs were embroidered with the names of chemical companies that had produced Agent Orange. At a cursory glance the dolls and clothing assimilated with other mass-produced wares made locally or in China, therefore initially disguising their peculiarities. However, Lê recalled the risk involved with the public display and its interactive dimension: "Culturally I was bringing a taboo subject and putting it right in the middle of the market for one month. It was the scariest opening I have ever held." 31 Lê was right to consider the inherent dangers of the project, yet there were numerous elements that mitigated the chance that such a presentation would be construed by cultural authorities as a defiant political action. Lê was at an early stage of his career, and was not yet subject to the surveillance that he experiences today as a prominent figure in the artistic and cultural community of Ho Chi Minh City. Furthermore, while at one level his garments and toys were immersed in a panoply of commercial goods visually indiscernible to the casual glance of passersby, at another level, the toys in particular could be viewed alternatively through the lens of an artistic heritage in which bodhisattvas such as Quan Âm (Avalokitesvara), often depicted with multiple arms, would be part of a familiar cultural lexicon, further obscuring the objects" abnormality until closer scrutiny.
The works" guise as what Iftikhar Dadi has termed "urban craft" thus served to mask the public intervention. In an essay by Dadi on the inevitable meeting point between modernity, mass production, and craft, he describes this genre of "urban craft" as one that persists as an ever-multiplying material trace of tradition enabled by entwined structures of popular culture, capitalism, and the informal sector. Dadi notes that objects such as the ones in Damaged Gene 14 do not circulate as tourist souvenirs or objects that consciously embody an invented tradition, yet a forceful argument can be made for continuity from the reappearance of morphological correspondences with traditional motifs… And yet these comparisons remain important in evoking prior meanings, which cannot be fully excised by appeals to a homogenising modernity but persists and returns constantly, here seen in the guise of urban-craft. collage-based pictorial endeavor enacted through weaving. 33 An earlier work from Cambodia: Splendor and Darkness demonstrates the level of skill with which Lê refined this technique, manipulating specific areas in relief and others into recession ( Figure 9 ). To the cursory eye this produces a near digitally-rendered effect of fluid exchange between the imagery, similar to the perceptual-cognitive delay also triggered by the Damaged Gene fabrications in their setting at an urban marketplace. At the same time, the photoweavings index legible -however non-specificpatterns from Southeast Asian textile traditions, enabling the artworks to travel across exhibitionary categories ranging from contemporary art to photography to textiles.
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These examples scratch the surface of how craft is used to embody narratives beyond what Maria Elena Buszak has described as a primary engagement with the "socio-cultural meaning of the material itself," 34 while participating in multiple regimes of representation, from discursive frames of conceptualism, contemporary art, craft, and tradition. The interest in materials and imagery tied to historical, social, and political contexts in the works of numerous diasporic returnee artists in the region reflects both ethnographic and historical investigation, and a desire to interpellate both particular and multiple publics. While Lê"s Damaged Gene project was locally-specific in terms of serving as a public urban intervention, his photo-weavings address a Euro-American audience for whom the Vietnam War is argued to have hailed the condition of postmodernity. 35 Pich"s intention was to produce art relevant for a local Cambodian community for whom such forms would resonate with the sculptural legacy of Khmer art history.
As such, the works of Pich and Lê are useful for thinking about the ways in which the act of representation is invoked in different ways. As contemporary art, craft often indexes manual process with cultural-specificity, while at the same time, as a formal proposition, operates as an exemplary return to material objecthood. However, the nostalgic value potentially pinned to the visuality of craft holds discrepant functions and meanings depending on place and community. In the examples discussed here, the artists have introduced a genre of conceptualism that is contingent upon a narrative, representational function, one still deemed vital in Vietnam and Cambodia, where a democratic historical project continues to be repressed by current political regimes. As such, Lê and Pich negotiate the conceptual value of their praxis through localized meanings and narrative elements that can be construed semiotically, thereby emphasizing the immanence of representation in craft as form and process, and the role of conceptualism in bridging craft and contemporary art. Rather than seeing these artists as copying Pich, it is more fruitful to understand these artists as working in an experimental vein with similarly locally-sourced materials, and attempting to adhere to a method of recycling. Sokhorn has acknowledged his friendship with Pich, and the fact that he often sought advice from Pich; it is unsurprising that some influence would be derived from the exchange. The stigmatized notion of copying is also a more complex concept for many emergent artists, particularly as it is an institutionally-driven pedagogical method. While the method of copying is critiqued for its predominance in the curriculum at the Royal 
